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From Horatio Alger and hard work, to Chuck Yeager and "The Right Stuff," the search for explanations of individual attainment remains central to American culture. Explaining how individuals become successful and predicting which individuals will be successful are important concerns both for individuals and for those who design human resource systems (Bray and Howard 1981; Sonnenfeld 1984) . For this reason, the subject generates considerable academic interest (Markham, Harlan, and Hackett 1987; Arthur, Hall, and Lawrence 1989) , much of it focusing on organizational careers (Whyte 1956; Dalton 1959; Pelz and Andrews 1976 [1966] ; Hall and Schneider 1973; Bailyn 1980; Dalton and Thompson 1986) . Career theories have produced many useful explanations for individual attainment within organizations that need to be considered in any comprehensive explanation of this phenomenon. However, these theories tend to be compartmentalized by level of analysis. Most explanations fall within a narrow region along the spectrum from "micro" to "macro," with few exploring how these explanations fit together (Nystrom and McArthur 1989) . Because no compartmentalized explanation is complete, developing multiple-level explanations for individual attainment is a logical step in the ongoing study of this topic.
This paper proposes a connection between two important and previously distinct perspectives that fall toward the extreme ends of the micro-macro spectrum. The first is the historically dominant view from psychology and microeconomics that individual attributes produce mobility within organizational career hierarchies (Hall 1976, pp. 102-103; Rosenbaum 1984) . This approach emphasizes the contrasting personal characteristics that appear to produce successful and unsuccessful employees. The second explanation, emerging from the labor market literature, suggests that demographic processes channel an organization's employees through career hierarchies (White 1970; Spilerman 1977; Spenner, Otto, and Call 1982; Stewman 1986 ). This view focuses on how job vacancies within a career hierarchy influence the probability of individual promotions. Proponents of the two views do not claim that either explanation presents a completely specified theory. However, their focus on a single level of analysis, the former on individuals and the latter on organizations, makes the two views appear independent. The individual view acknowledges but takes little account of demographic influences on promotion, whereas the demographic view acknowledges but -Accepted by John W. Slocum, Jr.; received December 1, 1987. This paper has been with the author 4 months for 1 revision.
largely disregards the impact of individual attributes on attainment. This paper explores a third view that focuses on the interdependence of individual and demographic factors in explaining individual attainment.
Theory
The terms individual attainment and organizational career hierarchy evoke many meanings (Arthur and Lawrence 1984) . In this paper, an organizational career hierarchy is a set of jobs in an organization, formally defined by the organization and ordered by status. The explicit status differences between adjacent jobs define an upward and downward direction for movement within the hierarchy. Typically, employees traverse the set of jobs beginning with the lowest status position and continuing until no further promotions occur. Thus, individual attainment within an organizational career hierarchy consists of an employee's position within the set of jobs. This external definition of individual attainment contrasts with internal definitions (Van Maanen and Schein 1975) in which each employee defines his or her own success regardless of organizational criteria.
While the individual and demographic views of individual attainment within organizational career hierarchies utilize different levels of analysis in their explanations, each provides rich insights on how employees become successful. Individual explanations predict attainment based on an employee's attributes. Studies of background factors show that high-level U.S. executives have become better educated and increasingly mobile over the past 50 years (Taussig and Josselyn 1932; Warner and Abeggien 1955; Swinyard and Bond 1980) . Research on ability shows a positive relationship between innate abilities, such as intelligence and creativity, acquired abilities, such as planning and technical skills, and individual attainment within organizations (Becker, 1975 (Becker, [1964 Ghiselli 1966; Bray and Howard 1981) . Further, studies link psychological factors, such as need for approval, inner work standards, and leadership motive patterns, with career success over time (Bray, Campbell, and Grant 1974; McClelland and Boyatzis 1982) . Individual attributes provide useful information to individuals seeking jobs as well as to organizations hiring and promoting employees. However, even if an organization has many talented and accomplished employees, none will be promoted if no jobs exist. Thus, individual attributes do not account completely for individual attainment within organizations.
Demographic explanations predict attainment based on the distribution of employees throughout an organizational career hierarchy. Such explanations specify promotion probabilities by showing how job vacancies at one career level produce a predictable number of job vacancies at other career levels (Hodge 1966; Vroom and MacCrimmon 1968; White 1970; Kelley 1973; Stewman and Konda 1983) . These models incorporate various assumptions about internal and external effects, such as retirements and organizational growth, on job vacancies, and compare model predictions with actual attainment patterns. Thus, an organization's distribution of employees provides useful organizational information, for example, to human resource managers who design long-term hiring and succession plans (Stewman 1986) . However, to the extent that the underlying decisions about who gets what job are nonrandom and unknown, demographic predictions provide insufficient information for individuals, and may indeed be quite misleading.
The individual and demographic views appear independent because, in addition to operating at different levels of analysis, they may produce contradictory predictions and expectations regarding an employee's chances for career success. For instance, an employee may exhibit all the individual attributes related to attainment, yet he or she may not be promoted because the number of similarly qualified candidates exceeds the number of vacant positions. Thus, at the same time the individual view predicts a high probability of career success for this employee, the demographic view suggests a lower probability. In addition, the two views produce contradictory expectations concerning employees' control over their career success. The individual view indicates that employees can enhance their future attainment by obtaining advanced degrees or specialized training, and thus that employees exert some control over their ultimate success (Becker 1975 (Becker [1964 ). In contrast, the demographic view suggests that once employees enter a job, the organization's internal labor market fixes their probability of success, and this implies that employees exert little control over the speed or level of their attainment (Doeringer and Piore 1971) .
In a longitudinal study of the actual mobility patterns of managers in a large corporation, Rosenbaum (1979a Rosenbaum ( , 1984 finds that neither the individual nor the demographic views provide an adequate explanation for individual attainment. He concludes that a third hypothesis, his "tournament model," is more consistent with the data. This model suggests that the timing of promotions provides managers with a signal of an employee's ability, thus defining ability statuses that distinguish future promotion probabilities among employees at the same level. In this model, attainment is produced by tournaments in which losers at any level are perceived as less able than winners. In a replication of Rosenbaum's work, Forbes (1987) found that, in addition to early promotions, managers appear to use an employee's past position, career movement, and functional background as signals that guide promotion decisions.
Because both Rosenbaum and Forbes use demographic data, neither can examine the process by which individual attributes become signals that managers use in their promotion decisions. However, Rosenbaum speculates that "it seems quite likely that employees in the corporation will have a cognitive representation of the stratification process in their organizational hierarchy (1979a, p. 237)," and that managers use this shared perception when making promotion decisions. This speculation deserves further elaboration because it provides the basis for a multiple-level explanation of individual attainment that connects the individual and demographic views. The following section provides such an elaboration using managerial careers as the example.
A Multiple-Level Explanation of Individual Attainment
The concept of shared perceptions fits well within a cognitive perspective of organizations (Weick 1979; Smircich 1983) . The major assumption of this perspective is that, in order to create meaning, people must first acquire knowledge of the environment (Lockheed 1980) . This reverses the logic underlying the more commonly used social construction perspective in which the environment is interpreted through cultural assumptions and values. The cognitive approach places the environment at the beginning rather than the end of the meaning creation cycle. People perceive and then interpret the formal structures they bump into (Goffman 1974) , developing schemata to take in information and direct behavior (Goodman 1968; Axelrod 1973; Bougon, Weick, and Binkhorst 1979) . When these schemata become commonly-agreed-upon understandings within a group, they represent the group's shared perceptions.
It seems reasonable to expect, then, that managers develop schemata of their organization's career hierarchy through their perceptions of and experiences as job incumbents. And it appears likely that these perceptions become shared and institutionalized, that is, that the picture they represent becomes a social fact within the organization. Such perceptions meet several criteria for institutionalized structures that persist over time (Zucker 1977) . First, formal organizational authorities make the promotion decisions that result in the career hierarchy. Thus, managers observe the decisions as objective, meaning they can be repeated by other authorities without changing managers' understanding of the decision. Second, managers follow these promotion decisions with great interest, making them easily defined as social facts. Thus, managers see such decisions as exterior, meaning they exist outside of each individual's experience, which serves to reify them within the organization. Finally, because institutionalized structures initiated by formal authorities tend to become stable and persistent, a shared perception of the career hierarchy is likely to be passed on from one generation of managers to the next.
Once managers perceive their career hierarchy, they interpret its meaning. In other words, they attempt to make sense out of why they observe certain individuals as incumbents in certain jobs. Although managers create many explanations for their observations, the meaning most closely associated with the incumbents of an organizational career hierarchy has to do with time (Roth 1963) . The ages and job tenures of incumbent employees produce an implicit temporal contract between employees and employers that is central to organizational life. Organizational career hierarchies thus acquire shared meaning to managers as a tinietable, a sequence of jobs separated by some "typical" amount of time.
The timetable that managers perceive may differ from the actual timetable produced by demographic processes because employees frequently misperceive information concerning their organizational careers (Lawrence 1984 (Lawrence , 1987 Rosenbaum 1989 ). Yet despite such differences, managers appear to use their perceptions rather than reality when assessing their own progress and that of others (Sofer 1970; Kanter 1977) . The result is that a manager's position on the perceived timetable acquires meaning throughout the organization as a signal of career success, stamping each individual as either worthy or unworthy of future promotions. The social designations that evolve for these positions, such as "fast tracker" and "on a slow boat to nowhere" label managers as winners and losers. And the individual attributes that systematically distinguish winners from losers appear to become signals used as criteria in promotion decisions (Spence 1974) . In this way, managers' shared perception of the career timetable implicit within their organization's career hierarchy influences individual attainment.l Thus, the individual and demographic views of individual attainment are connected through managers' social construction of a career timetable. While demography determines what jobs are available when, managers use an individual's position on the career timetable as a selection criterion in filling the jobs. And, while individual attributes influence who gets selected, managers are most likely to use those individual attributes that appear associated with success on the career timetable. This explanation supports both the individual and demographic views of individual attainment; however, it extends previous explanations that simply acknowledge individual and situational predictors by explicating the process that makes these approaches interdependent.
A direct test of this third view of individual attainment consists of two parts: first, demonstrating the existence of a shared perception of the career timetable implicit within an organizational career hierarchy, and second, showing that this shared perception produces systematic managerial selection preferences. The study that follows examines the first part of the proposed view: the existence of a shared perception.
lWhile this explanation suggests a primary direction of influence, it seems likely that the process described here is iterative and thus that it also occurs in the reverse direction. For instance, systematic changes in the individual attributes of promoted managers might easily result from new hiring policies, such as EEO programs, rather than from changes associated with the perceived career timetable. Such changes might alter the actual timetable, which would then influence managers to reevaluate the perceived timetable, and the individual attributes associated with promotions. For ease of discussion and empirical study, this paper focuses only on the primary direction of influence.
Hypotheses
The central question of this study is: do managers possess a shared perception of the career timetable implicit within their organization's career hierarchy? As discussed earlier, the concept of a career timetable evolves from the ages and job tenures of job incumbents within an organizational career hierarchy. This study focuses on managers' perceptions of the ages of job incumbents. Thus, a manager's picture of the career timetable is defined by his or her perception of (1) each career level, where perceptions of a career level are assessed using the ages that the manager believes characterize managerial incumbents,2 and (2) the relationship between career levels.
The relationship between career levels includes two components. One component is the temporal sequencing of jobs. The formal hierarchy establishes an inherent job sequence, and managers' careers consist of a progression through this sequence of jobs. The first task is to establish whether or not managers agree that the sequence of career levels through which managers usually proceed is isomorphic with the career levels described in the formal hierarchy. For instance, if managers see demotions as part of a typical sequence of jobs within their career, then managers' perceptions do not match the formal hierarchy. Thus, the first hypothesis is that:
HI: Managers agree that the temporal order of the career levels within the career timetable matches the formally-defined hierarchical order.
A second component of, this relationship is the time scale for progressing through career levels. Given that managers do not hold two jobs at once, perceptions of the sequence of jobs within the career are likely to be arrayed along a time scale, with some number of years defining the amount of time spent in each level. In order to establish that managers develop a shared perception of the career timetable, we must therefore show that they agree on the amount of time, or time difference, separating adjacent career levels within the formal hierarchy. Thus, the second hypothesis is that: H2: Managers agree on the time differences between adjacent levels within the career, If managers' perceptions meet the conditions outlined in these hypotheses, then managers possess a shared perception of the career timetable. However, support for these hypotheses would not necessarily indicate that this shared perception represents a consensus. Rather, it would indicate that the level of managers' agreement on the career timetable, represented by their perceptions of the temporal order of and time differences between career levels, is higher than would be expected by chance. Thus, it seems likely that some variation in managers' perceptions will remain.
It is important to explore what accounts for the remaining variation in managers' perceptions because the processes that explain perceptual differences may also provide insight on the processes that create perceptual similarity. Research on decision heuristics shows that judgments are related to the availability of information (Tversky and Kahneman 1974) , and managers acquire information about the career timetable in several ways. This study explores two explanations for managers' perceptions of the career timetable.
2There are, of course, many ways to define perceptions of career levels. However, age is particularly appropriate when evaluating perceptions of a career timetable. For this purpose, it is important to remember that actual ages are unimportant. What is important is that people use age as a scale for defining the amount of time that elapses between one career level and the next. Individuals may disagree on the specific ages that characterize career levels at the same time they agree on the career timetable. For instance, one individual may believe the typical ages of managers in Levels 1 and 2 are 25 and 30, whereas a second individual may believe the typical ages are 35 and 40. Although these individuals disagree on the actual ages of managers, they agree on the number of years that typically separate incumbents in one career level from incumbents in the next.
The first explanation suggests that managers base their perceptions on the actual distribution of managers within each career level. The rationale for this relationship comes from assumptions underlying the cognitive perspective. When managers are asked for their perceptions of incumbent managers, they look around the organization, and base their judgments on the distribution of managers they perceive. The relative availability of such information is heavily influenced by the number of managers at the various levels. Thus, the smaller the number of managers in any level, the easier it is for other managers to perceive the actual distribution of that level. As a result, if managers' perceptions of the career timetable are based on the actual distribution, then judgments should increase in accuracy as sample size decreases:
H3: As the number of managers in a career level decreases, the accuracy of managers' perceptions of those career levels increases.
The second explanation also suggests that managers base their perceptions on the distribution of managers; however, this explanation suggests that the perceived distribution consists only of those managers with whom each manager associates. Individual characteristics, such as age and education, are commonly used as surrogate measures for such associations because people tend to talk with others who are similar to themselves (Ryder 1965; Allen 1967; Pfeffer 1983; Zenger and Lawrence 1989) . Thus, if managers' perceptions of the career timetable are based on the distribution of managers with whom each manager associates, then each manager's individual characteristics should explain a large portion of the variation in his or her judgments. Further, if the explained variation is large, then once it is controlled for, managers' agreement on the time differences between adjacent career levels should increase. As a result, adding managers' individual characteristics as predictors of the career levels observed in the timetable suggested by HI and H2 should produce the following: H4: Managers' individual characteristics explain a large portion of the variation in managers' perceptions of each career level.
H5: Managers' agreement on the time differences between adjacent career levels increases relative to the agreement observed in the test of H2.
Method Data
Questionnaire and demographic data were collected from managers of an electric utility. This old established firm has eight career levels in its management career. Level 1 consists of Supervisors; Level 8 consists of the CEO and President. The management career also nominally includes staff positions, although these positions are neither in the formal hierarchy nor considered critical for future attainment. Members of all functional areas participate in the same managerial career ladder. The firm experiences low turnover. Most managers begin working in the company after school and tend to remain in one functional area until retirement. An average age of 44 (range = 22-66), average tenure of 20 years (range = 0-45), and high age/tenure correlation (p = 0.84) for managers reflects this employment pattern. Thus, the firm has a relatively closed internal labor market. If managers develop a shared perception of the career timetable implicit within the organizational career hierarchy in any organization, then they are likely to do so in an organization such as this.
Questionnaires were distributed to all managers in both the career hierarchy and staff positions (N = 1043); 48% (N = 488) were returned. Demographic characteristics of the final sample were compared with the population of managers. The sample is representative of the population in age, tenure, gender, and functional area. It is not representative by career level because staff positions are under-represented within the sample. If managers in staff positions share the same perception of the career timetable as other managers, then this bias will not affect the generalizability of the results. However, if the perception of these two groups of managers differs, then the results may provide an artifically high or low estimate of agreement in the population. The effect of this sample bias on generalizability will be examined in the results section.
Measures
Managers' perceptions of job incumbents in each career level were assessed by asking subjects to indicate, for each career level, the age of the typical manager and the age range represented by the youngest and oldest managers. Thus, a total of 24 judgments, three for each of the eight career levels, was obtained from each subject. In the following example, the subject believes that the typical Supervisor is 39, the youngest Supervisor is 35, and the oldest Supervisor is 55. This information reduces to two measures of central tendency for managers in each level: a "typical" age and an inferred "mean" age, defined as the midpoint of the age range specified by the subject. Each manager's perception of a career level is defined as the latent career level judgment represented by his or her two age judgments of incumbent managers in that level. Each manager's perception of the temporal order of career levels is defined as the sequence-from lowest to highest-of his or her eight career level judgments. Thus, if managers believe that their colleagues frequently skip from Level 2 to Level 4, and believe that Level 3 is a dumping ground for plateaued managers, then the career level judgments for Level 4 will be lower than those for Level 3. In this case, the temporal order of career levels will not match the formal career hierarchy. Each manager's perception of the time difference between adjacent levels is defined as the difference in years between his or her career level judgments for Level N and Level N + 1. Finally, each manager's cognitive representation of the career timetable is defined as his or her set of career level judgments for each of the eight career levels, including the temporal order and time differences represented by those judgments.
Analysis
The difficult question in all studies of shared perceptions is how to assess when perceptions are "widely shared." Many studies address this question by examining the proportion of responses that fall within a given range on a single variable (Jacobsen and Van Der Voordt 1980) . However, the central question addressed in this study requires a method that examines the similarity of responses on a set of variables among a group of individuals.
Assessing whether managers' perceptions of the career timetable agree requires, first, a measure of each manager's cognitive representation of the timetable-each level within the career, the temporal order of the levels, and the amount of time separatii1g each level; and second, a method of testing the similarity of cognitive representations across managers. Simple descriptive statistics prove limited for this task because such statistics can examine only one component of a manager's cognitive representation at a time: either one level, or the temporal order of two levels, or the time distance This study uses structural equation analysis (Joreskog and Sorbom 1981; Bentler 1985) . Although most frequently associated with causal modeling, this method is well-suited for the multivariate test of perceptual similarity required here. The conditional hypotheses HI and H2 suggest a model that portrays a shared perception of the career timetable that is tested for consistency against the data. If managers' cognitive representations do not agree, the model is rejected. In addition to testing the similarity of cognitive representations across managers, the analysis tests the construct validity of career level judgments, including convergent and discriminant validity. Finally, the model will not fit the data if pockets of managers perceive the career timetable in systematically different ways. Thus, confirming results in this analysis provide evidence that managers develop one, rather than multiple, shared perception of the career timetable.
All analyses of the central question are based on the covariance matrix produced by the sample correlation matrix and standard deviations shown in Table 1 .
Results
Tests for construct validity suggest that the eight career level judgments achieve convergent and discriminant validity when two methods factors are added to account for small amounts of systematic error observed in the data.3 Based on these results, the model shown in Figure 1 was used to test the central question. Table 2 shows the results (X2 = 123.79, df = 79, P = 0.001, IFI = 0.98, CN = 283; where IFI refers to the incremental fix index (Bentler and Bonett 1980) and CN refers to Hoelter's Critical N (Wheaton 1987) . 4 Hypothesis 1 states that managers' perceptions of the temporal order of the eight career levels follow the formally-defined hierarchical order. The fit of the model specified in Figure 1 was compared with models specified with alternate temporal orders. The number of ways in which eight career levels can be ordered is considerable (8! = 40,320); ho~ever, even a cursory glance at the data rules out most of them immediately. Five alternate models were tested. These five models were selected because data from the same organization presented elsewhere (Lawrence 1988 ) suggest 3The variance in each of the 16 observed variables accounted for by a methods factor is low (range = 0.00-0.19, X = 0.06). Additional tests suggest that the two methods factors probably result from systematic response errors introduced in the question ordering. The convergent validity of the eight career level judgments was assessed using composite reliabilities, which are similar to Cronbach's a for multiple indicator models (Bagozzi 1981) . The results show that composite reliabilities for all eight career level judgments are high (range = 0.78-0.92, X = 0.86). The discriminant validity of career level judgments was examined using nested models and the covariance matrix of these judgments. Nested models testing the hypothesis that employees do not distinguish between career level judgements are rejected. In addition, the covariance matrix of career level judgments follows a simplex pattern (Guttman 1954; Joreskog 1970) , which is what one would expect given the expected relationships among adjacent career levels. Further detail on all additional tests is available from the author.
4The variance of (2 is negative (-0.57), thus falling outside the acceptable range. While this might result from specification error, the parameter estimate is quite close to zero and does not contribute significantly to the model (t = n.s.). A model tested in which this parameter was set equal to zero showed no significant difference from the original model in which the parameter was not constrained (x~ = 0.02, did = 1, P > 0.8). This suggests that the random error of MAl2 is negligible, and that the majority of the error is due to systematic error. A second explanation is that although the error variance is significant in a model without methods factors, the error is so small that when further divided into systematic and random error, the partitions are hard to estimate (see Long 1983 , p. 62). .. S that they provide the greatest chance of .ejecting the model in Figure 1 . For instance, the aggregated judgments of managers in this organization show little difference between the ages of typical managers in Levels 3, 4, and 5. If managers' perceptions of the temporal order do not follow the formal hierarchy, then reversing the order of these career levels should not significantly influence the fit of the model. Thus, the first alternate model tested reverses Levels 4 and 5. Although this model is the best of the five that were tested (X2 = 264.19, df = 79, p ~ 0.00, IFI = 0.96, CN = 133), it still fits the data significantly less well than the original model (x~ = 136.40). Thus, the results support HI. Managers agree that the temporal order of the eight career levels follows the formally-defined hierarchical order.
Hypothesis 2 states that managers agree on the time differences between each of the career levels. The test of H2 is whether the relationships between adjacent career levels Table 2 show that all fJj are significant. Thus, the results support H2. Managers agree on the time differences between each of the career levels. Further examination shows that managers' level of agreement on these time differences differs across the eight career levels. The R2 values for fJ1-fJ4 and fJ6 are all greater than 0.50, whereas the R2 values for fJs and fJ7 are less than 0.50. Thus, while managers agree on all time differences, they show the most agreement on the time differences between Levels 1 through 5, and Levels 6 and 7, and the least agreement on the time differences between Levels 5 and 6, and Levels 7 and 8.
Finally, the generalizability of these results to all managers in the organization must be tested, because, as mentioned in the method section, managers in staff positions are underrepresented. If deleting staff managers from the sample makes a significant difference in the results, then sample bias does distort generalizability. To assess this distortion, the model in Figure 1 was tested again using a subsample including only managers in the career hierarchy. The results confirm the results observed for the entire sample. Managers' perceptions of the temporal order of the eight career levels follow the formally-defined hierarchical order, and managers agree on the time differences between each of the career levels.s Thus, while it remains possible that sample bias influences the results, it seems unlikely that the effect, if any, is large.
Hypothesis 3 states that if managers' base their perceptions of the career timetable on the actual distribution of managers in each career level, then as the number of managers in a career level decreases, the accuracy of managers' judgments of that career level increases. The results link the actual distribution of managers within each career level to the accuracy of managers' judgments, thus providing partial support for this explanation of how managers perceive their career timetable. Table 3 shows the data used to test this hypothesis. Demographic data show that, except for Levels 4 and 5, the actual number of managers decreases with increasing career level. There are 287 managers in Levell, 139 in Level 2, 24 in Level 4, and only 2 in Level 8. The accuracy of each career level judgment was measured by subtracting the actual average age for each level from a manager's career level judgment. The smaller the difference, the more accurate the judgment. Career level judgments were obtained from the structural equation results as follows:
.ATAJ: + MAl; .AMAJ:
where CUi is a manager's career level judgment for Level i, TAl; is a manager's typical age judgment for Level i, MAl; is a manager's mean age judgment for Level i, and A is a factor loading obtained from the structural equation results. Table 3 shows that, on an aggregate level, the expected increase in accuracy does occur, but not in a linear fashion. Accuracy increases from Levell through Level 5, then decreases abruptly between Levels 5 and 6. Accuracy remains relatively stable between Levels 6 and 7, and then increases again between Levels 7 and 8. The positive accuracy values for Levels 1 through 4 indicate that managers underestimate the actual average ages of individuals in these positions. The negative accuracy values for Levels 5 through 8 indicate that managers overestimate the actual average ages of individuals in these positions.
These data provide an analysis based on aggregate accuracies across the eight career levels. The inferences, however, assume that each manager's accuracy pattern is similar to the aggregate pattern. Two additional tests were performed to confirm the similarity of individual and aggregate accuracy patterns. First, the accuracy of each manager's SFurther detail on the tests performed to confirm generalizability is available from the author. eight career level judgments was ranked from most accurate to least accurate. Then the railings were compared across all managers using the Friedman test and Kendall's coefficient of concordance (Conover 1980) . The results suggest that the pattern of aggregate accuracies observed in Table 3 can be inferred to the individual level. The hypothesis that rankings are random across the sample is rejected (T2 = 98.94, F(7,2436), P < 0.001), as is the hypothesis that there is no signifi,cant agreement on the order of the railings (W = 0.22, P < 0.001). Hypothesis 4 states that if managers base their perceptions of the career timetable on the distribution of managers with whom they associate, then individual characteristics should explain a large portion of the variation in managers' perceptions of each career level. Further, if H4 is not rejected, then this implies H5. Hypothesis 5 suggests that if controlling for individual characteristics decreases the variation in career level judgments, then managers' agreement on the time differences between adjacent career levels should increase. The results suggest that individual characteristics, specifically, age, tenure, career level, and education,6 explain very little of the variation in career level judgments. Further, controlling for these individual characteristics makes no significant difference in managers' agreement on the time differences between adjacent levels when compared with the agreement observed in the test of H2. Thes~'results suggest that the distribution of managers with whom a manager associates accounts for only a small portion of managers' perceptual differences.
Because age and tenure are highly correlated, two separate models were tested. Each examines the independent effects of managers' individual characteristics on their perceptions of the career timetable. One model includes age, career level, and education as predictors of the career timetable, and the other includes tenure, career level, and education as predictors of the career timetable. The standardized parameter estimates of these models permit a comparison of the relative contribution of each individual characteristic, controlling for the contribution of the other two. Because career level is used as an individual characteristic, managers not on the formal hierarchy were deleted from the analysis. The status of individuals in this category relative to other career levels within the formal hierarchy varies considerably. Figure 2 shows the model from Figure 1 adding individual characteristics as predictors of the managers' perceptions of the career timetable.
The results of the two models are shown in Table 4A (X2 = 142.50, df = 109, P = 0.02, IF! = 0.97, CN = 234) and Table 4B (X2 = 138 .01, df = 109, P = 0.03, 6Punctional area, socioeconomic class, and gender are also important individual characteristics that may influence perceptions; however, the small sample size in the possible categories for these variables prohibited meaningful analysis. The results for both models are quite similar. Although each shows several significant paths between individual characteristics and career level judgments, the proportion of the variation explained in each career level judgment is very low (Table 4A : range = 0.00-0.08, X = 0.01; Table 4B : range = 0.00-0.08, X = 0.01). In addition, managers' agreement on time differences in both models does not differ significantly from the agreement observed in the test of H2. An individual characteristics model fixing the time differences {:Jl-.B7 equal to those obtained in the original model shows no significant difference from a second individual characteristics model in which these time differences are estimated (Table 4A : X~ = 7.77, df = 7, P = n.s.; Table 4B : x~ = 9.19, df = 7, P = n.s.). Thus, the results do not support either H4 or H5.
Summary and Implications
This paper proposes a multiple-level explanation of individual attainment within organizational career hierarchies. The explanation connects approaches from individual and organizational levels of analysis by suggesting the process by which demography may influence which individual attributes become important for promotion decisions. Specifically, the interaction between some initial set of positions and an initial employee group with some set of individual attributes produces an actual career timetable. If managers develop a shared perception of this timetable, then position on the perceived career timetable and the individual attributes associated with each position may produce systematic managerial promotion preferences. In this way, the evolution of a shared perception of the career timetable underlying an organizational career hierarchy connects the individual and demographic views of individual attainment. The direct test of this connection requires examining whether employees develop a shared perception of their career timetable, and whether this timetable produces systematic managerial selection preferences that influence promotion decisions.
Data from the managers at an electric utility were used to examine the first part of the connection between the individual and demographic views of individual attainment: whether managers develop a shared perception of the career timetable inherent within their organizational career hierarchy. Structural equation analysis was used to test perceptual similarities and differences among these managers. The results suggest that managers do develop a shared perception of their career timetable. They agree on both the temporal order and time differences between career levels, although the level of agreement on time differences is higher for the lower levels than the higher levels of the career. Two explanations for managers' perceptions were explored, both based on ways in which such career information becomes available to employees. Neither explanation provides a strong account for perceptual variations. However, the results suggest that perceptions are better explained by the relationship between career level judgments and the actual distribution of managers than by the relationship between career level judgments and the partial distribution of managers based on the managers with whom each manager associates.
Several limitations of this analysis should be noted. First, the study was conducted in one occupation and in one organization with a relatively closed internal labor market. Thus, it remains to be seen whether the explanation developed here applies more generally in other occupations and organizations. Second, the measure of career level judgments included managers' perceptions of the ages but not the job tenures of 7The similarity of the X2 : df ratios of these models compared with that of the original model and the lower CNs for these models suggest that adding career level predictors does not improve on the fit of the original model shown in Figure 1. incumbents. While perceived age holds the advantage of being interpretable as either an age or a time difference, adding perceived job tenure to the measure of career level judgment might add a conceptual dimension to this variable not previously captured. Finally, although the analysis provides a rigorous test of shared perceptions, it does not explicitly examine how managers might use the timetable in making promotion decisions. Thus, just as demographic data can suggest but not test hypotheses concerning the existence of a shared perception of the career timetable, these questionnaire data can suggest but not test hypotheses concerning managers' use of this shared perception in promotion decisions.
The data do suggest one way in which managers in this organization may use the perceived career timetable in promotion decisions. The test of H2 shows more agreement on time differences in the lower levels than in the upper levels. The exploration of alternate explanations for perceptions, shown in Table 5 , suggests that the reverse is true for age judgments. There is more variation in age judgments in the lower levels than in the upper levels. These results indicate that managers see less flexibility in job tenure in the lower levels than in the upper levels, and the reverse for chronological age. Thus, managers' assumptions about individual attainment may be violated when, in lower levels, promotions are too fast or too slow, and in upper levels, when managers are too young or too old.
Anecdotal evidence from interviews in this organization suggest that managers are influenced by their shared perception of the career timetable. When a small, new, and "young" ~oup of managers was given preferential promotion treatment, many managers expressed consternation, anger, fear, and resignation. This treatment violated their perception of the career timetable, which, consistent with the data, suggests that not only do little guys make it to the top (Martin et aZ. 1983a) , but that only people who have been little guys can make it to the top. Yet, new employees were brought in at higher career levels and promoted more rapidly than many managers who had been with the company for a long time. This violation of managers' perceptions may disrupt their commitment to and involvement in the organization. Further, it sends signals that the managerial promotion system, including what individual attributes get rewarded and when, may be changing. The next step in developing the multiple-level explanation of individual attainment presented in this paper is to test the second part of the proposed process: whether shared perceptions of the career timetable produce systematic managerial preferences for individual attributes that influence who gets promoted. This connection might be examined in the following manner. Initially, managers' career level judgments would be translated into ages, as was done for testing H3. These ages and the time differences between them represent managers' perception of the typical promotion timetable. If managers use this perception in making promotion decisions, then the probability of receiVing a promotion "on-time" should be higher than the probability of receiVing a promotion "off-time." Following this test, the individual attributes of winners and losers in each promotion tournament could be compared to see whether systematic differences exist between the two groups. If such differences occur, then subsequent tournaments could be used to test whether managers appear to use these attributes as promotion criteria.
While these studies would provide evidence on whether promotion decisions are consistent with managers' use of the perceived timetable, they do not examine whether managers know they are using this criterion. Many managerial decisions are made unconsciously (Rosen and Jerdee 1976) , and a manager's awareness of his or her decision process may influence the impact that any criterion exerts on promotions. Further, awareness may influence the speed with which promotion criteria change. Conscious decisions are more easily seen as causes for some result than unconscious decisions. Because managers frequently evaluate results, they are likely to evaluate perceived causes. For this reason, managers are more likely to change conscious promotion criteria that appear to produce "bad" promotions than to change unconscious promotion criteria that may produce the same "bad" results. Exploring this topic would push the multiple-level explanation presented here further towards the interesting implications of its psychological underpinnings.
One important question that remains unanswered is where employees' perceptions come from. Decision theory appears to offer some promise for more rigorous study of this topic. However, another possibility is that social comparison processes (Festinger 1954) influence what individuals an employee is likely to think of when assessing job incumbents. For instance, if Tom sees himself as a fast-tracker, then his judgments of other job incumbents may be based only on those individuals he also sees as fast-trackers. Interactional psychology offers a third explanation. Research shows that employees' perceptions are influenced by aspects of their work environments. For instance, Stout et al. (1987) show that managers who have recently experienced a medium career transition are more likely to give their managerial subordinates high performance ratings that those who have experienced major or minor career transitions. Thus, a manager's judgments of other job incumbents may result from aspects of his or her own interaction with the work environment.
Another series of topics for future work is suggested by the many forms of organizational career hierarchies. The managerial career in the organization studied here exhibits two characteristics that seem likely to differ in other organizations. First, the career path is orderly, meaning that the possible paths are well-known to managerial participants and have remained stable over time. Second, candidates for promotion come primarily from inside the organization, with few middle or upper level managers hired from outside. While many firms still maintain managerial careers with these characteristics (Kerr and Slocum 1987) , recent detailed studies of internal labor markets show that not all organizational career hierarchies are orderly. Positions are created and destroyed to reward individual aspirants (Baron and Bielby 1986), and career paths change so frequently that no one quite knows the appropriate moves for a successful career. Further, as a result of changes in today's labor market, many firms no longer rely on internal promotion systems (Campbell and Moses 1986; Hymowitz 1987) .
External promotions, however, mayor may not decrease the probability that managers will develop a shared perception of the career timetable. For instance, incumbents in managerial positions within an organization could experience high turnover and vary considerably in age, and thus the timetable might be perceived as relatively fluid rather than fixed. However, if the perceived career timetable remains institutionalized, incumbents might be replaced by outside hires who fit this perception. In this situation, external promotions would exert no influence on changes in managers' shared perceptions of the career timetable. Consulting firms with high turnover and tight age and tenure norms in the lower career levels provide an example of organizations with relatively open internal labor markets, yet institutionalized perceptions of the career timetable.
As a final note, the results of this study suggest rethinking the meaning of "levels of agreement," not only as a methodological question but as a theoretical issue. The analysis shows that a sample of managers within a single organization develops a shared perception of the career timetable implicit within their organization's career hierarchy, but their perceptions clearly do not achieve consensus. We have yet to answer the question, either in ethnographic or survey studies, of how much agreement it takes before shared perceptions influence behavior. The analysis presented here shows it is possible to test models of perceptual agreement against models of random perceptions. Further, the results suggest testable inferences on how this shared perception influences managerial selection preferences and employee behavior. The advantage of this method is that it provides a description of unique organizational characteristics as well as a generalizable theoretical model that can be tested across organizations. However, the agreement that this method evaluates differs considerably from the central tendencies cited by Kluckhohn (1951) as the only way we can examine culture, or the theoretical saturation described in grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967) . Assessing the question "how much agreement?" is not simple, and deserves further attention.
To conclude, this paper suggests that if we are really interested in explaining individual attainment within organizations, then multiple-level explanations provide an important complement to existing theories. In an effort to establish perspectives as legitimate, we tend to ignore the explanatory power of other perspectives for the questions pursued. The argument proposed in this paper suggests one theoretical explanation for the possible interactions between individuals and organizations that produce individual attainment. However, there are many explanations for the factors that guide promotion decisions (e.g., Berlew and Hall 1986; Schein 1978; Cron and Slocum 1986; Markham et al. 1987) . Our understanding of this phenomenon can only be enhanced by further explication and testing of the processes that connect them.
